39.  FALLEN SISTERS
There are many other experiences of Barisal worth recording.
But I do not have the time to narrate all. There is one, however,
which I simply cannot omit and that concerns the fallen sisters of
Barisal. I shall never forget that scene. Some of these sisters of
Barisal are enrolled on the Congress register and have even
contributed to the Tilak Swaraj Fund. There are about 350 of
them. They had written to me, asking me whether they could
meet me. They wished to take greater part in Congress work.
Why should they not, if elected, hold offices as well? On my
return at night, from the meeting, I saw about a hundred women
standing on one side. I took the hint. Very cordially, I led them
to the terrace. I kept an interpreter with me and dismissed all the
other men. I asked them to speak out without any reservations.
There were, among them, four or five girls too about ten years of
age. Some were past their youth. The remaining must have been
between twenty and thirty. I give a summary of their conversation
with me in the form of questions and answers.
QUESTION : I am glad, sisters, that you have come. You are
as sisters and daughters to me. I wish to share your suffering*
If, however, you keep anything from me, I shall not be able to
help you.
ANSWER :  We shall give truthful replies to  all your
questions.
ft: Some of you look advanced in age. Do these still follow
your profession?
A :  No, sir.   Those of us who are advanced in age beg
for a living.
ft:   Does this become you?
A :   Hunger drives one to do anything.
ft:   Are these little girls in the same plight?
A :   We have come here with the hope that you  will
show us some way out.   None of us wishes to continue in
this profession.
ft: What about those of you who are young? Are they
not allured by the pleasures which this profession offers?
A :   There may be a few who are.
ft:   Do any of you get children?
A :   Some get them.